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INTRODUCTION 

Process 
The Affordable Housing Task Force (AHTF) was created by City Council resolution on May 9, 

2017, and its fifteen initial members, all citizen volunteers, were appointed by action of the City 

Council on June 20, 2017. It was instructed to make recommendations for specific actions, 

programs and strategies the City of Bainbridge Island (City) and the City Council can take in the 

near-term to improve access to affordable housing across the economic spectrum. While the 

AHTF was instructed to focus on the Housing Element of the Comprehensive Plan, it was also 

advised to consider all elements of the Comprehensive Plan. Where any of the goals and 

policies of the various elements seem to be in conflict, the AHTF was tasked with 

recommending solutions that balance costs and benefits to the community. 

The AHTF had its first meeting on July 8, 2017. It next met on September 6, 2017 and then met 

twice monthly through June of 2018. In addition, it created small work groups that met 

independently to study tools and strategies based on specific policies in the Housing Element, 

reporting back to the full group on a regular basis. The AHTF also heard numerous 

presentations by City staff and other experts on specific topics, as well representatives of local 

governments, nonprofits and other groups that advised on shared concerns and interests. 

Public comment was accepted and encouraged at every meeting. 

Two members of the AHTF were unable to attend meetings and two resigned over the first few 

months due to personal circumstances. On February 27, 2018, two additional members were 

appointed by the Council. 

The AHTF gave an Interim Report to the Council on March 6, 2018. 

 

Housing Affordability on Bainbridge Island 
Housing prices on Bainbridge Island have continued to climb, and affordability has worsened 

since the end of the Great Recession. Data from Kitsap County shows that in 2017 the median 

price of single family homes reached an all-time high of $825,000, a full 24% higher than the 

peak of the housing bubble in 2007. According to Realogic/Sotheby's International Realty, buyer 

activity is elevated due to the Puget Sound region's strong job market.  

At the same time, inventory is historically low on Bainbridge Island. Over the last nine years, 

from 2009 through 2018, the new supply of residential units, of all types, has been severely 

limited. In April of 2009, there were 10,469 units on Bainbridge Island. In April of 2018, there 

were 11,061 units. This translates into an average growth of 66 residential units per year. This 

represents a cumulative annual growth rate of .63% per year (less than 1% per year). This 

limited supply on Bainbridge Island is well below demand in a way that increases housing costs 

and creates an affordability crisis, minimizing housing opportunity for those of moderate 

incomes in our community. 
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Prices have continued to climb in 2018. In May 2018, the median single family home price was 

$875,000, and nearly half (44%) sold for over $1 million. Single family residences account for 

about 80% of all housing units, in a very low density land use pattern that occupies almost 91% 

of the island’s land use area. Median condo prices are over $500,000. Average rental rates are 

approaching $2000 a month, and rental vacancy rates are 1.5%, well below the 5% rate more 

typical of well-functioning rental markets. In addition to high housing costs, the increasing 

property tax burden due to state, county and local taxes makes housing even less affordable, 

particularly for seniors on a fixed income.   

 

 

 

  



3 
2018 AFFORDABLE HOUSING TASK FORCE FINAL REPORT 

Although homes being built now are not as large as they were during the last housing bubble, 

fully 30% of them are larger than 3,000 square feet. In addition, over the last 20 years, the vast 

majority (over 70%) of units have been over 2000 square feet. A significant contributor in the 

affordability crisis is the size of the units being delivered. 

 

 

 

Bainbridge Island had a population of 23,025 persons in the 2010 Census. According to the 

Washington State Office of Financial Management, the state agency that completes population 

estimates in between census years, the population of Bainbridge Island has grown from an 

estimated 23,190 persons in 2013 to 24,320 persons in 2018, after several years of no growth 

related to the Great Recession.  

In part due to housing prices, the island’s demographics are shifting. Bainbridge Island is older, 

wealthier and far less racially diverse than other communities in the region. The island has an 

increasing population of people over 65, and a declining population of young adults (ages 25 to 

34).  
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We can also see that the number of households with income of over $100,000 are increasing 

while households making less than $100,000 per year are static or decreasing. The largest 

increases are in the number of households making over $200,000 per year.  
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Bainbridge Island is about 91% white, according to the most recent census information. A 2014 

report by the Puget Sound Regional Council noted the connection between lack of affordable 

housing and lack of racial and ethnic diversity: 

“Persistent unaffordable housing costs, along with current and historic 

discrimination, have geographically separated lower-income households and 

households of color from higher income, white communities.....High-priced 

neighborhoods as well as neighborhoods with limited rental housing fail to 

provide feasible housing choices for low- and-moderate income households.” 

In addition, the report found, "When a jurisdiction expands affordable housing opportunities in 

historically homogeneous communities with more opportunity, members of protected classes 

have access to good schools, employment, and healthy homes which they have been excluded 

from in the past." 

 

 
Source: 2012-2016 ACS 5-yr Estimate 

 

Bainbridge Island Population
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Source: 2012-2016 ACS 5-yr Estimate 

This data tells us that Bainbridge is becoming an increasingly exclusive and rarified place to live. 

We are missing out on the vibrancy, creativity, economic benefit and sustainability that a 

diverse population—diverse in age, socioeconomics, race, ethnicity and background---brings to 

a community. As a result, housing affordability is crucial both to those who live here and those 

who cannot. 

What is “Affordable”? 
The Council’s instructions to the AHTF provided that its “mandate is broader than simply 

considering low income housing. It should consider housing affordability on Bainbridge Island 

across the economic spectrum.” Accordingly, we have looked at the various housing needs that 

are not being met in the island’s current housing market, both those who are cost-burdened 

and those who qualify for subsidized housing. 

HUD defines “cost-burdened” families as those who spend more than 30% of their income on 

housing, which may result in difficulty paying for necessities such as food, clothing, 

transportation, and medical care. The Housing Element of the Comprehensive Plan states that 

34% of islanders of all income levels living in single family dwellings are cost burdened and 

almost 44% of island renters are cost burdened.  

Some affordable housing projects use an income test to determine whether someone is eligible 

for housing. So-called “income qualified” housing is typically available to people whose incomes 

are 80% of Area Median Income (AMI) or less. Some publicly funded or subsidized housing is 

reserved for those whose incomes are 30% of AMI or less. (See Median Income Table, Appendix 

D).  Waiting lists for subsidized housing on Bainbridge Island are two years or more. 
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The AHTF has not limited its recommendations to income-qualified projects. Many islanders, 

such as teachers and City employees, are cost burdened or cannot find housing at all on 

Bainbridge, but would not be eligible for income qualified housing. Both small businesses and 

major employers, including the City of Bainbridge Island, the Bainbridge Island School District, 

and the Bainbridge Island Parks Department, have told the AHTF that their employees have 

trouble finding housing on the island. Many employees commute from off-island, some from as 

far away as Port Orchard, a round trip of about 75 miles. As instructed, we looked at 

affordability across the economic spectrum.  

The AHTF finds that affordability may be achieved by a combination of factors, including: 

• Affordability by size: Creating smaller units for singles, couples and seniors, in both the 
rental market and the ownership market. 

• Affordability by subsidy: Provide financial incentives through tax abatement to subsidize 
affordable units, or through such incentives as increased density, lower parking 
requirements, or fewer required amenities. 

• Affordability by location: Eliminating or reducing the cost of a car and related parking. 

• Affordability by increased supply: Incentivize both small size and rental housing. 

By any measure, Bainbridge Island has not implemented effective strategies to meet diverse 

housing needs. The island’s housing nonprofit, Housing Resources Bainbridge, has produced the 

only appreciable amount of income qualified affordable housing on the island in the last twenty 

years.  

 

Working Understandings of the AHTF 
The AHTF studied both commonly-used housing tools and out-of-the-box suggestions. From this 

work, we are certain of one thing about affordable housing: there are no magic bullets. 

Affordability must be addressed consistently, over time, with a multi-pronged approach. The 

community must be willing to think creatively and to experiment to see what works and what 

does not. Demanding certainty of outcome invites failure. We believe that Bainbridge Island 

should adopt the recommendations in this report, and without undue delay or demand for risk-

free or guaranteed outcomes. At the same time, if it becomes apparent that a policy or 

program is not working, the City should be prepared to change course quickly by abandoning 

ineffective strategies and adopting new policy measures appropriate to current circumstances. 

Our Comprehensive Plan speaks to many community values, which sometimes seem to conflict 

with each other. That perceived conflict is particularly sharp when looking at housing and 

environmental policy. People are often prone to tunnel vision when trying to solve a particular 

problem. Sometimes we think of “the environment” as entirely separate from human beings, 

and try to come up with solutions for environmental problems by excluding the needs of people 

from our thinking. Equally one-sided would be to craft housing solutions without regard to the 

impact on the natural environment. The real world does not divide itself into categories but, 
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rather, exists as a complex and ever-changing, mutually dependent and reinforcing whole. 

Good policy-making should try to reflect that reality. 

The AHTF does not believe housing and the environment exist in conflict, though we 

understand that the current crises in both housing affordability and environmental degradation 

requires careful, intelligent, and respectful planning. We do not believe housing and the 

environment can ever exist to the exclusion of one another. The AHTF has taken a holistic point 

of view and has tried to craft intentional and sensitive recommendations, taking into account as 

many aspects of the real world as possible. 

Keeping the real world in mind has policy implications. For example, the absence of housing 

that is affordable to people who work on the island has impact beyond the Housing Element of 

the Comprehensive Plan. Multiple elements of the Comprehensive Plan, not to mention 

multiple aspects of our lived experience, are impacted when large numbers of workers face 

increasingly longer commutes. For instance, the Economic Element of the Comprehensive Plan 

is impacted when people have long commutes, shouldering higher costs in money, time and 

stress. As a result, local employers have a harder time attracting and retaining people to fill 

island jobs. Employees have a lower quality of life. As anyone who has traveled Highway 305 

during rush hour can attest, commuters to and from the island also impact the Transportation 

Element of the Comprehensive Plan. 

In addition, the Environmental Element—and the real-world environment--- is negatively 

affected. People who can’t afford to live in the community in which they work move to less 

expensive areas, further away from work. That creates sprawl---the very result no one wants. 

Sprawl is harder to see on an island, but the ecosystem doesn’t end at the Agate Pass Bridge. 

Carbon emissions from longer commutes do not end at the Bridge. Somewhere, the Earth bears 

the burden of sprawl, of traveling people, of vehicles going extra miles—even if that burden is 

not readily apparent on the island. 

Nationwide, housing prices have been rising twice as fast as wages according the chief 

economist of the Mortgage Bankers Association interview on CNBC in March of 2018. The 

Seattle Times reported that homes in the Seattle area have been rising faster than anywhere 

else in the country since mid-2016 (Seattle Times, March 27, 2018.) These are realities each 

community must grapple with.  

Despite our growing housing inequality, Bainbridge Island has not implemented any significant 

affordable housing policies in a decade. The Housing Element (Appendix B) of the 

Comprehensive Plan clearly and concisely states the problem and the obligation the City has 

undertaken: 

Market forces alone will not address the urgent housing needs facing 
Bainbridge Island. In the face of daunting circumstances, the City aspires to an 
ambitious Vision of its future and commits to an innovative, aggressive and 
multi-faceted housing strategy.  
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The AHTF developed its recommendations for near term action by the City Council and the City 

of Bainbridge Island. Consistent with the Council’s instructions to the AHTF, these 

recommendations address affordability at a range of incomes, from low income to middle 

income and workforce housing. Only two of the recommendations would create income-

qualified housing. The rest are intended to create affordability due to size, appeal to a narrow 

demographic or other factors as described above under the heading, “What is ‘affordable’?” 

Consistent with the Comprehensive Plan, zoning and code recommendations are focused within 

the Designated Centers, helping protect the rural areas of the island. 

We hope they will be adopted and implemented as soon as possible. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

According to the Housing Element of the Comprehensive Plan, “Some combination of 

appropriately zoned land, regulatory incentives, financial subsidies and innovative planning 

techniques will be necessary to make adequate provision for the needs of all segments of the 

population, but particularly middle and lower income persons.” 

The AHTF submits the following Priority Recommendations in accordance with that guidance 

and with the Council’s instructions to the AHTF: 

1. Draft and adopt code changes to encourage infill in the Designated Centers, with the 

assistance and advice of ECONorthwest. (Pages 12-17) 

     A. Adopt a Mandatory Inclusionary Zoning Ordinance 

     B. Enact changes in FAR to encourage affordable housing 

     C. Adopt a Multi-Family Property Tax Exemption (Appendix F) 

2. Pursue opportunities to partner with the private and nonprofit sectors to build affordable 

housing on public lands. (Page 17) 

3. Adopt procedures to encourage Accessory Dwelling Units (Page 17) 

4. Adopt an “Innovations Program” that allows staff to permit experimental affordable 

housing projects, on a limited basis, that are not currently allowed by code. (Page 18) 

5. Create a permanent affordable housing committee and designate a City employee who will 

spend at least half-time on affordable housing strategies. (Page 18) 

 

In addition to our priority recommendations, the AHTF has identified the following Quick Wins 

that can be done immediately: 

1. Adopt more generous policies to allow the maximum number of liveaboards in the Dave 

Ullin Open Water Marina in Eagle Harbor. (Page 20; Appendices C (5) and (7)) 

2. Adopt vacation rental ordinance (Page 20; Appendix C (8)) 

3. Institute permit processing fast-track and reduced permit fees for all affordable housing 

applications. (Page 20) 

4. Review and improve the Housing Trust Fund process, and award Housing Trust Fund grants 

at least annually (Page 21) 

5. Adopt Cottage Housing Ordinance (Page 21; Appendix E) 
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Additional Strategies to Be Explored: Due to the time limitations placed on the AHTF, there are 

many worthwhile areas of study that we did not explore in depth. One of the reasons we 

believe that the City must engage in continuing housing efforts over the long-term is so these 

ideas, as well as new ideas that will undoubtedly emerge, can be pursued. 

The AHTF urges future work on the following ideas: 

• Work with Forterra to adopt a more effective Transfer of Development Rights 

program 

• Community Partnerships 

• Conversion of Single Family Homes to Duplexes/Triplexes 

• Programs to Preserve Existing Housing 

• Affordable Senior Housing/Accessible Housing 

• Addressing Limitations Due to Sewer and Septic 

• Homelessness and Housing Insecurity  

• Tiny Houses/Microhousing 

• Transportation Alternatives: Car2Go, Smart Cars, Public Transit 

• Advocacy for County, State, and National Affordable Housing Policies 
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PRIORITY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. Code changes to encourage affordable housing in Designated Centers (Winslow and 

Neighborhood Centers) 

The Housing Element of the Comprehensive Plan lists as one of its highest priority actions 

the following: “Amend the City’s development code to facilitate an increase in the 

diversity of housing types and supply of affordable housing.” (HO Action #2). It proposes 

revising “development standards for the High School Road and Ferry Terminal districts and 

other portions of the Winslow Area Master Plan to encourage the transformation of these 

areas from auto-oriented, low-rise, homogeneous commercial land use districts into 

walkable, transit-served, mid-rise, mixed-use neighborhoods with affordable housing.” 

(Policy HO 4.2). 

Unless otherwise specified, the AHTF recommends these changes be applicable to the 

Winslow Master Plan area and the Neighborhood Centers, in furtherance of the Housing 

Element’s stated goal of changing “today’s 89/11% housing split between the Mixed Use 

Town Center and the Neighborhood Centers to 80/20% by 2036.” (Policy HO 1.6) 

As referenced in Goals 1 and 2 of the Housing Element, the City is required to monitor 

provisions and changes to the zoning code and all affordable housing ordinances on a yearly 

basis to determine the effectiveness of the ordinances and code changes. At the end of 

every two years, the Department of Planning and Community Development will prepare a 

report based on data gathered through the monitoring program. The reports will be used by 

the City Planning Department and the Planning Commission as a basis to amend and update 

the code and ordinances as needed to achieve the affordability goals. The proposed 

amendments and updates will go to the City Council for approval. The time table for the 

updates should be coordinated such that amendments and updates are completed every 4 

years. 

 

Recommendation 1A: Mandatory Inclusionary Zoning Ordinance 

The following is recommended to establish a new Inclusionary Zoning Code: 

APPLICABILITY: Designated Centers which include the Winslow Master Plan/Winslow Sewer 

Area and Neighborhood Centers. 

Island wide applicability was not recommended due to the Comprehensive Plan goal to focus 

new development in the Designated Centers. 

BASE REQUIREMENT: 10% minimum affordability on all new residential development projects. 

Projects which exceed project threshold size of 10,000sf residential FAR are required to 

construct the inclusionary units. The 10% requirement is applied to the Base Residential FAR. 
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Projects may exceed the 10% requirement by utilizing other zoning incentives. Staff should 

evaluate whether a higher percentage is feasible. 

a. Staff will need to verify appropriate base requirement (percentage & minimum 

project size) in relation to offset (see 3, Offset). Projects on adjoining parcels shall be 

considered as a single project for determining project size. Controlling inclusionary 

threshold by project area (sf) will prevent projects from artificially increasing unit 

sizes to stay below minimum unit threshold. 

b.  Projects within the residential zones (R-zones) in the Designated Centers (the 

residential areas of Winslow) and Neighborhood Centers are regulated by units per  

acre, not FAR. Staff will need to determine minimum project size and related offset. 

OFFSET: In order to effectively subsidize the inclusionary units, the FAR shall be increased to 

offset the financial impact to the project subject to the mandatory requirement. The Mixed-use 

Base FAR and Bonus FAR shall be increased by 0.2 (see MUTC 18.12 Dimensional Standards) for 

all zones subject to the inclusionary requirement. 

The offset is the difference between the market rent and inclusionary rent, OR the difference 

between the market rate sales price and the affordable sale price. In order to meet state law, 

the financial impact related to this lost revenue to a project must be offset by an equivalent 

density or FAR increase. 

In order to offset financial impact to the project, a significant increase is needed in the Base FAR 

and the bonus FAR. Under current code, any increase above the Base FAR is only available as 

Bonus FAR, by paying a fee to the City (or through other bonus provisions). The staff shall verify 

the proposed Base FAR increase is proportional to the financial impact to the project. 

FEE IN LIEU: Residential projects 10,000 sf or  less, are eligible to pay a Fee in Lieu instead of 

constructing the inclusionary units. Fees shall be directed to Housing Trust Fund. Fee shall vary 

based upon project size. 

a. Note that the Fee in Lieu is offset by the 0.2 FAR increase or density increase (in R 

zones). 

b. Fee in Lieu is not available for larger projects to ensure inclusionary units are 

constructed as part of the project. Small projects typically have a more difficult time 

integrating inclusionary units due to their small site area. 

The Task Force did not want Fee in Lieu to be available for larger projects. It is important to 

have inclusionary units built within projects and to have them dispersed throughout the 

community. Communities which rely only on Fee in Lieu will typically use those funds to 

construct standalone multi-unit affordable projects. 

Projects which are not eligible for offset are not required to pay Fee in Lieu. 



14 
2018 AFFORDABLE HOUSING TASK FORCE FINAL REPORT 

TARGET INCOME GROUPS: Inclusionary units shall serve a range of Kitsap Area Median Income 

(AMI) between 50% and 120%. For projects which are required to provide multiple inclusionary 

units, those units shall serve a range of income levels which equal an average of 80% AMI or 

below. For projects with a single inclusionary unit, it shall be affordable to a household income 

shall be no more than 80% AMI. 

UNIT SIZE AND TYPES: For projects with multiple inclusionary units, unit sizes shall reflect the 

proportionality of the bedroom mix of the market rate units. For projects with one inclusionary 

unit, the number of bedrooms shall reflect the average size in project. The inclusionary unit size 

may be smaller than typical market rate unit. The exterior design of the affordable dwelling 

unit(s) shall be similar in appearance to the market rate units. The units shall be geographically 

dispersed throughout the project. 

The intent here is to ensure the affordable units reflect the overall character of the project to 

be fully integrated. 

DURATION: Affordability shall be permanently enforceable by a deed restriction placed on the 

property title report. 

NOTE: The City has enlisted ECONorthwest and Forterra to complete an economic analysis to 

support the development of a successful inclusionary zoning and transfer of development rights 

programs. That analysis is anticipated to be completed in November 2018, and may result in 

different thresholds for an inclusionary zoning program than those recommended by the AHTF 

above.   

Recommendation 1B: Zoning Changes to Incentivize Affordability in Designated Centers:  

The following incentives are intended to encourage mixed-use development and affordability 

within the Designated Centers. Emphasis has been given to the High School Road and Ferry 

Terminal Districts. Key outcomes include expanding residential uses within allowable building 

envelopes and the creation of mixed-use villages in areas currently developed as low rise 

commercial and parking lots. These concepts are consistent with the Comprehensive Plan to 

focus growth in Designated Centers, increase workforce housing and reduce environmental 

impacts of workforce commuting. The AHTF recommends the following modifications to 

Chapter 18.12 Dimensional Standards: 

HIGH SCHOOL ROAD & FERRY TERMINAL DISTRICTS: High school Road and Ferry Terminal 

Districts shall have their FAR set equal to Core district. Consistent with the goal to have 

pedestrian oriented villages, these projects shall be required to be mixed-use. 

These two zoning districts hold the greatest potential to become transit-orient development 

locations. The current code has the maximum amount of residential for the High School Road 

District set low to support auto-oriented commercial development. The proposed flexibility to 

increase the overall FAR and related residential component will take pressure off residential 

zones throughout the island. 



15 
2018 AFFORDABLE HOUSING TASK FORCE FINAL REPORT 

Under current code, mixed-use is not required. 

This ensures we get mixed-use  pedestrian-oriented development  in the commercial districts. 

So long as first floor commercial and/or retail is provided, residential use can be utilized for all 

remaining FAR, including Max/bonus FAR. 

The specific requirements to meeting  the  intent  of  mixed-use  requirement shall be 

determined by staff. Mixed use shall provide retail at key frontages and public spaces. 

FLEXIBLE FAR: Consistent with the Core district Base FAR and proposed mixed-use requirement, 

the commercial portion of mixed-use FAR may be converted to residential FAR. 

The flexibility to convert commercial FAR to residential will have the benefit of producing more 

housing overall and a proportional increase in the inclusionary units. This has the potential to 

double the number of inclusionary units. 

The current method of FAR allocation only allows a portion of the site development to be 

housing, with the rest being commercial. The intent was to encourage mixed-use projects. 

Under current market conditions, residential use has far greater market demand than 

commercial. Limiting amount of residential to current levels is resulting in sites being 

underbuilt. This is also likely to serve current demand for more senior housing, which is 

currently not being met adequately. 

This added flexibility with base residential FAR would not increase the building size or overall 

FAR since it is within current allowable mixed-use FAR. 

For example, a  mixed-use  project  in   the Core  District, with bonuses, under current zoning, 

has a maximum FAR of 1.5 (which will be increased by inclusionary zoning). That maximum 

must be divided between the commercial maximum of 0.5 FAR and the residential maximum 

of1.0 FAR. Under the recommended approach, if the project is located in any of the following 

zones (High School Road, Ferry Terminal, and Core), and it is mixed-use with retail or 

commercial at the base of the project, then the mixture of commercial and residential FAR is 

flexible. For example, the residential could end up being 1.3 in this example so long the projects 

have sufficient commercial to meet the mixed-use requirement. 

NEIGHBORHOOD CENTERS (NC): Change NC zoning from current method of determining density 

by units per acre to FAR method. 

Currently NCs have a low base density (2 units/acre) which doesn’t support pedestrian- 

oriented villages. Basing density on units per acre encourages projects to build large units to 

maximize buildable area. The FAR approach would increase flexibility allowing smaller unit sizes 

and related affordability. Staff need to determine what appropriate FAR is in relation to density. 

The City’s ability to extend infrastructure to the NCs will affect the number of housing units 

created. 
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BUILDING HEIGHT: Increase the maximum height from 45’ to 55’ when 1) underground parking 

is provided and 2) project exceeds both 20% affordability and 20% public space. Applies to High 

School Road District and Ferry Terminal District. 

This encourages pedestrian-oriented urban villages close to transit. The City should give 

consideration as to whether the height increase is appropriate within the Core District, subject 

to existing design guidelines and upper story stepbacks for Winslow Way. 

PARKING: Allow lower parking requirements (.5 spaces/unit) for units within 1 mile of Ferry and 

unit size less than 600sf. 

The cost of providing parking and related vehicle ownership costs impact affordability. On 

average, the cost of owning a vehicle can be as high as $700/month. The construction cost of an 

underground parking stall ranges between $25,000 to $30,000 per stall. These costs affect both 

the renter’s ability to afford housing and the cost of building the housing. 

SUBDIVISIONS: Allow subdivisions within Mixed Use Town Center. 

Currently, subdivisions are only allowed if approved under the Housing Design Demonstration 

Program (HDDP). This change would not require a density or FAR increase. This will encourage 

“missing middle” homes such as cottages, townhouses and small footprint homes. Home size 

would be limited to 1600sf and lot sizes would be restricted to a maximum size to ensure 

minimum densities are achieved. 

 

Recommendation 1C. Multi-family Property Tax Exemption 

The AHTF recommends adopting a multi-family property tax exemption (MFTE) ordinance in 

accordance with RCW 84.14.005 et seq. This statute authorizes an exemption from property tax 

for any qualifying multi-family project of four units or more that sets aside at least 20% of its 

units for low to moderate income households (from 80% or below of AMI to 115% AMI), for a 

period of eight to twelve years (depending on the specifics of the project). In order to 

implement this state-allowed exemption, the City must adopt an ordinance specifying 

guidelines such as height and density restrictions, parking requirements, and targeted incomes. 

The ordinance must designate area(s) for applicability and would be applicable to both new 

construction and existing projects that are being rehabilitated or converted.  

The AHTF recommends that the designated areas for the MFTE should be the Designated 

Centers.  The RCW sets out procedures necessary to adopt an MFTE ordinance, which include a 

public hearing at which the designated residential targeted area(s) will be considered. All 

projects that use the MFTE must be regularly monitored for compliance, and the AHTF suggests 

that Housing Resources Bainbridge or other housing nonprofit be engaged as a partner to the 

City for public outreach and compliance monitoring. 

The MFTE could be used in tandem with the Mandatory Inclusionary Zoning Ordinance to 

potentially set aside up to 30% of the units in a project as affordable units.  
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A sample MFTE ordinance is attached to this report as Appendix F (a copy of the ordinance 

adopted by the City of Bellingham). 

2. Affordable housing on publicly owned land 
The City owns 88 parcels of land totaling 250 acres, some of which have identified uses and 

purposes and others that do not. The AHTF recommends that an inventory be taken of City-

owned properties that may be appropriate for affordable housing. These properties could 

be donated or sold at a discount to a housing nonprofit or program, with deed restrictions 

requiring a specified number of units of affordable housing to identified income ranges. 

Alternatively, property could be developed by the City in partnership with private and 

nonprofit developers, similar to the development of the Suzuki property. The AHTF believes 

the Suzuki project has taught valuable lessons to the City, its consultants, partners and the 

community, and those lessons will inform and improve future efforts. 

The AHTF met informally with several other local taxing districts, such as the Bainbridge 

Island School District and the Bainbridge Island Metropolitan Parks Department. Although 

most of the taxing districts said their employees had difficulty securing housing on the 

island, they did not express any interest at this time in making any property they own 

available for affordable housing. The reluctance was in large part for reasons that may well 

be addressed satisfactorily in the future, so the AHTF recommends having future in-depth 

discussions with these taxing districts.  

 

3. Adopt procedures to encourage Accessory Dwelling Units 
An Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) is up to 900 square foot of separate living space, within or 

detached from a single-family dwelling. Although the City has allowed ADUs for many years, 

the number of ADUs on the island has remained relatively small—according to City records, 

the island has approximately 196 permitted ADUs. The Final Report of the Community 

Housing Coalition in December of 2007 identified ADUs as a priority recommendation, 

giving several suggestions to encourage the use of ADUs as affordable rentals. Among them 

were to increase the maximum size of an ADU from 800 to 900 square feet, which was done 

in 2015.  

That report also suggested evaluating the building application process for ways to shorten 

the process. It also recommended that pre-approved prototype ADU designs be made 

available to property owners. Those two recommendations were never implemented. The 

AHTF believes those proposals remain priority actions and strongly recommends that they 

be adopted. In addition, the AHTF recommends that building permit fees and sewer/water 

hookup fees be deferred or reduced if an ADU is used for income-qualified housing for a 

period of at least five years. 
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4. Adopt an “Innovations Program” 

As we have noted, no single solution or program will solve the affordable housing crisis. The 

AHTF believes that a crucial part of any housing strategy is a multi-pronged approach and 

the willingness to experiment with new and innovative ideas. For that reason, we 

recommend that the City make the necessary changes in code and policy to allow City staff 

the flexibility to permit building projects on a limited basis that do not otherwise fit into 

zoning and land use code, if 100% of the housing units are affordable (affordability for this 

purpose will be 120% of AMI or less). The Innovations Program would seek to encourage 

new ideas about affordability, whether achieved through building technique or materials, 

shared common areas, small size, or other means.  

After it has developed and adopted the Innovations Program, the City should conduct 

outreach to the community to encourage property owners to make use of its flexibility. 

Projects should be monitored and evaluated to determine whether the idea is effective in 

producing affordable housing. If so, it should be adopted into code. If the idea is not 

effective, staff would not permit it in future projects. 

5. Permanent support for affordable housing 
Bainbridge Island has made efforts to address its affordable housing issues from time to 

time in the past. In 1997, the City adopted the original Affordable Housing Ordinance, 

requiring that new residential developments include a percentage of affordable housing. 

The program was the first of its kind in Washington. Over time, the City determined it was 

not working as intended for a variety of reasons, including loss of affordability because the 

units reverted to market rate with the first resale, and legal challenges. The ordinance was 

repealed in 2005, although an optional affordable housing program remained in place. 

The City created the Community Housing Coalition (CHC) in 2005 under the umbrella of the 

City-funded nonprofit, Health, Housing and Human Services Council. It was charged with the 

task of researching and contributing to the development of effective public housing policy. 

With the economic downturn beginning in 2007, the City experienced financial setbacks. As 

a result, the City Council dissolved the CHC, along with the Health, Housing and Human 

Services Council. The CHC produced a report of its work and housing recommendations in 

December of 2007 and urged that its functions be transferred to a full-time City housing 

specialist. As the City’s financial problems continued, the housing position was eliminated. 

Since then, the City has had no housing specialist on staff and no citizen advisory group to 

focus on housing issues, until the creation of the AHTF in 2017. In the intervening years, the 

median sales price of a single family home rose from $680,000 in December of 2007 to 

$848,000 in May of 2018 (after a steep drop in prices for several years during the 

Recession.) Undoubtedly there have been many lost opportunities for affordable housing 

projects in that time. The more time that passes without effective affordable housing 

policies in place, the more affordable housing opportunities will vanish, as properties are 

developed solely for the private market.  
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The AHTF believes that housing is a complex issue that requires consistent attention, 

multiple strategies, evolving programs and a willingness to experiment with new ideas. As 

the CHC Final Report said, “…crisis management, short-sighted funding and stop-start 

attempts do not produce sustained results.” The AHTF is a short-term task force with 

limited scope. The one-year deadline for its work required that it focus on high priority, near 

term recommendations. There are many important aspects of housing that it was not able 

to study in depth. 

For these reasons, we think it is crucial for the City to create permanent housing support. It 

should consider creating a standing advisory committee. It also should consider hiring or 

designating a housing specialist on City staff, at least on a part-time basis. Finally, we 

recommend that the City increase its financial partnership and outreach commitment to 

other taxing districts, nonprofits, and entities such as faith-based housing providers that 

build affordable housing.   
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QUICK WINS 

 

The AHTF has identified the following actions the Council or staff could take with a minimum of 

additional research or preparation: 

1. Adopt more generous policies with respect to liveaboards in Eagle Harbor.  
The AHTF believes that residential vessels in the Dave Ullin Open Water Marina in Eagle 
Harbor can be an economical housing choice on the island for a limited but important 
demographic. We encourage City support for existing liveaboards and urge that the City 
amend its policies to allow additional residential boats to the maximum allowed by the 
state of Washington, as we have written in letters previously submitted to the Council and 
the Planning Commission. Additionally, we have recommended that the City expand the 
time-frame during which it accepts applications. See Appendices C.5 and C.7. 
 

2. Adopt a Vacation Rental Ordinance.  
Since 2011, the third-party analytics site AirDNA has measured a 41% annual growth in the 
number of Airbnb rentals on Bainbridge Island, with 133 active rentals currently recorded. 
Of these active rentals, 114 are for the entire home, a number that represents more than 
three months of inventory in the current real estate market. This stranded inventory 
worsens the affordable housing crisis by reducing the stock of long-term rentals and for-sale 
housing on Bainbridge Island. However, we also realize that many members of our 
community rely on the supplemental income generated by these short-term rentals to 
afford the ever-increasing cost of living, so it is necessary to control the growth of the short-
term rental market without eliminating it all together.  

The City of Seattle passed an ordinance in 2017 limiting the number of “short term rentals” 
allowed. AirBnb has approved the ordinance and has given assurances it will not challenge 
the ordinance legally. The AHTF recommends that Bainbridge pass a similar law, based on 
the Seattle ordinance, applying to all current and future short-term rental properties and at 
least as restrictive as the Seattle ordinance. The AHTF also recommends that the Council 
consider whether short term rentals should be further limited exclusively to the owner’s 
primary residence property. To avoid significant impact on the island’s existing lodging 
industry, this restriction should not impact hotels, motels, inns, and licensed bed and 
breakfasts. See Appendix C.8. 

 
3. Permit processing priority and reduced fees for affordable housing projects.  

The time required to complete a residential construction project is a significant factor in the 
final project cost. One element of this is the time required to obtain a building permit from 
the City of Bainbridge Island. A recent estimate from the Planning Department put the time 
to obtain a residential building permit at 10-12 weeks, at a minimum. This delay adds 
significant cost to all projects, but also provides us with a tool to incentivize certain types of 
development. 



21 
2018 AFFORDABLE HOUSING TASK FORCE FINAL REPORT 

By establishing a building permit fast track for affordable housing, the City of Bainbridge 
Island could provide an incentive to developers to prioritize the construction of affordable 
housing at no additional cost to the city. This fast track would place affordable projects at 
the front of the permit approval line. Not only would this approach reduce the cost of 
affordable development, but would also increase the cost of luxury developments as the 
wait for non-affordable developments increased accordingly. 

These projects should also be charged reduced permitting fees. The City should also defer 
or waive building permit and/or sewer/water hookups for ADU’s that rent to income 
qualified individuals for at least five years.  

4. Housing Trust Fund grants. 
The City should review the Housing Trust Fund criteria for grants and sources of funding to 
assure that this program is effective in encouraging the development and/or preservation of 
affordable housing options. The City should allocate funds to the Housing Trust Fund during 
each budget cycle. Also, the City should increase its outreach efforts to potential grantees. 
The City should make grants from the Housing Trust Fund at least annually. Money from the 
Fee-in-Lieu program established under Priority Recommendation 1A should be added to the 
Housing Trust Fund, in addition to the funds that are allocated from the City’s general fund. 

 
5. Adopt a Cottage Housing ordinance.  

As the CHC Final Report found, “Cottage housing is another way to increase density in 
existing neighborhoods while still preserving their single-family character. These projects 
typically consist of a cluster of small houses with a shared central space. Cottages typically 
range from 800 to 1000 square feet, and the typical density is 10 to 11 units per acre. The 
Erickson Avenue Cottages on Bainbridge Island are an example of this kind of housing. 
Cottage housing is typically used on infill lots in established neighborhoods.” The CHC 
drafted a Cottage Housing ordinance that was never adopted. The City could update that 
ordinance for Council consideration with a minimum of effort. See Appendix E. 
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ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES TO BE EXPLORED 

 

The AHTF discussed multiple strategies and ideas for increasing the island’s supply of affordable 

housing. As our work continued, we began focusing on the Priority Recommendations. Other 

ideas that we consider worthwhile were not included in these recommendations, generally 

because we considered them to be longer-term in nature. After the Council has accepted this 

Final Report and the AHTF is dissolved by the terms of its authorizing resolution, we urge City 

staff and/or a citizen committee to continue work on these ideas and issues: 

• Work with Forterra to adopt a more effective Transfer of Development Rights program 

• Community Partnerships 

• Conversion of Single Family Homes to Duplexes/Triplexes 

• Programs to Preserve Existing Housing 

• Affordable Senior Housing/Accessible Housing 

• Addressing Limitations Due to Sewer and Septic 

• Homelessness and Housing Insecurity  

• Tiny Houses/Microhousing 

• Transportation Alternatives: Car2Go, Smart Cars, Public Transit 

• Advocacy for County, State, and National Affordable Housing Policies 
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